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Abstract
Prison systems, specifically in the U.S., are a wicked problem. For years prisoners have
been treated inhumanely inside and outside of prison, with everyone looking at them with a
judgmental eye. This essay aims to point out and bring light to these issues within the prison
system. Specifically, it focuses on how inmates are treated during and after serving their
sentence, and solitary confinement. To better understand and explain the problems to you,
extensive research was done. Articles were read, organizations were researched, and a
documentary was watched to gather the information needed to write this essay. The results
showed a large impact on how prisoners are affected by the way they are treated as a
prisoner/ex-prisoner. The findings suggest that prisoners are not being treated as human beings,
and their present and future are greatly affected by this treatment. With these findings, it is
obvious that prisons need an update on how they treat their inmates, for the benefit of not only
prisoners, but society as well.
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COVID-19 really put our mental health to the test with over a year of quarantine and
isolation. We all felt the effects of being in our confined spaces, not being able to see our loved
ones or have much contact with the outside world. Luckily, we have technology such as Zoom,
Facetime or Skype, that allows us to see and hear our loved ones in these harsh, lonely times. We
were able to go onto social media or watch the news to stay in touch with society. Prisoners, on
the other hand, are not so lucky when it comes to isolation and being disconnected from the
outside world. The prison system, including private prisons, public prisons, and jails, is a wicked
problem that needs a wicked solution. Inmates are treated as if they are not human beings, and a
good amount of them come out worse than when they went in. A wicked problem, according to
Horst Rittel and Melvin Webber (1973) is a problem that has many layers and many possible
solutions that could lead to more problems. The problem is prisons are meant to be rehabilitation
centers, they are meant to teach the criminal what they did has consequences, teach them how to
behave properly, and rehabilitate them back into society, but that is not what they are doing.
Prisons have been around for centuries, and when we look at them closely, we realize there are
many things causing the problem, but solitary confinement is at the route of a lot of these
problems.
Prisons are a wicked problem because they are very complex, their current structure is
not working, and there are many different layers of the issue. The first layer is the prisoners
themselves, then comes those who work within the prison, and then those who set rules and
regulations for prisons. The structure is supposed to be punishment, rehabilitation, and release,
but the system seems to be skipping the rehab part. There are also many possible solutions to
fixing the problem, but those solutions may lead to more problems. A wicked problem is a
problem that does not have any known solutions. Solving the problem that is the prison system is
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wicked because it is “vicious (like a circle)” and “tricky (like a leprechaun)” (Rittel and Weber,
2004, p. 160). Public prisons and jails are public institutions which means they follow public
policy, and as Horst Rittel and Melvin Weber wrote (2004), wicked problems “include nearly all
public policy issues” (p. 160). I learned in my Criminology class that prisons are actually a step
up from what punishment used to be. Before we had prisons, if you committed a crime you were
physically punished by being beheaded, tortured, burned at the stake, drowned, or stoned (having
people legitimately throw rocks and stones at you). But Caesar Beccaria, who was considered the
father of criminology, had the idea that the punishment needed to fit the crime, that death and
torture were not always necessary (Crandall, 2020). This realization gave way to the idea of
prisons, that someone could be punished by having their freedom taken away from them for a
given amount of time. So, while prisons are not perfect, they are much better than what the
alternative used to be, but if things could change once before, who is to say they cannot again.
World War II brought prison and concentration camps, but the difference with these types
of camps was people were imprisoned for what they believed in, not for what they did, and they
usually did not make it out alive. Just think of the Holocaust, those held captive and gassed did
not commit a crime, they just followed a different religion. Early prison life was nothing
compared to what it is today, many did not survive because of the living conditions in the cells.
As time went on building codes were updated and more people were being locked up. According
to the Journalist’s Resource, which is made up of academic researchers who focus on public
policies,
“Back in 1980, the nation’s “incarceration rate” was 221 prisoners for every 100,000; and
that had climbed from the rate of 100 out of 100,000 that held roughly steady from the
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1920s through the mid-1970s. Over the last several decades, in short, imprisonment in
America has exploded more than seven-fold” (Western & Pettit, 2021, para. 1).
Jails, compared to prisons which are federal and meant to hold those with a sentence that is more
than one year, are on the county level and they are meant to hold those with a sentence that is
less than a year. They are also used as holding cells for those waiting trial. These types of
institutions are also called correctional facilities because they are meant to correct the behavior
of the inmates, but for years now they have been failing to do this.
When a prisoner has finished their sentence and is released, they are expected to integrate
back into society which means they will need a new job and will need to re-enter their
community. Prisoners struggle with this, according to the Bureau of Justice Statistics (2000),
“nearly two-thirds [of those who are released]” which is about 95% of 2 million) “will be
charged with new crimes and over 40 % will return to prison within three years” (qtd. in Pager,
2003, p. 938). Ex-prisoners already receive so much stigma and judgement because of their
“contact with the criminal justice system” which “can lead to a substantial reduction in economic
opportunities,” that if they are not taught how to behave and be a strong contributor to society,
they have nothing going for them (Pager, 2003, p. 939). For some, they are incarcerated for so
long the world has moved on without them and they never get the chance to catch up, technology
and people’s lives have continued without them. A lot of inmates’ deteriorating mental and
emotional health go ignored and for some living conditions are so harsh, they would rather die
than serve their sentence.
In a documentary called I Am a Killer; an inmate was interviewed to tell his story on why
he was put on death row. James Robertson, the inmate being interviewed, admits he got himself
put on death row on purpose to get out of the system. James went to prison for a robbery but was
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wrongfully accused of killing an inmate by his fellow inmates and he got 15 more years. The same
type of things kept happening to him and he kept getting years added on to his time, just because
he was not one of the guard’s favorites. He watched his fellow inmates who were favored by the
guards get off on good behavior and he became tired of being treated this way. He finally had
enough and killed an inmate and confessed that “it was premeditated” because he “wanted to get
on death row” (Young & Powell). James was being so mistreated he would rather end his life than
spend the rest of his sentence in general population.
Many inmates’ illnesses and disorders go untreated, and the addicts are not helped through
the withdrawal period. Guards are not taught how to treat an anxiety attack or a mental breakdown
so when these happen, usually the prisoner is sent to their cell or to isolation because the guards
do not know how nor do they want to help them. One thing guards should be taught before working
in a prison, is to be unbiased and unjudgmental towards the prisoners that way there is no
favoritism or mistreatment. Guards are there to keep the prisoners in line and move them to where
they need to be when they need to be there, not to treat them poorly or judge them for what they
have done.
When prisoners are treated as worthless inside and outside of prison, they are going to start
to believe that they are worthless, and they will never give themselves a second chance. As Kevin
Wright, a school of criminology and criminal justice professor at Arizona State University, (2020)
says, prison “halts the good, like the development of responsible and mature behavior” and “what
happens in prison matters for what happens after prison” (para. 2). Just like me he believes that
“the goals of rehabilitation should shift from ensuring that people are not something… to ensuring
that people are something” (Wright, 2020, para. 4). If inmates are mistreated and left to believe
they are nothing but an ex-prisoner, recidivism rates will keep increasing.
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Recidivism is a problem in and of itself which means to reduce it, it needs a solution.
Most of what I found had to do with teaching prisoners how to work while in prison, that way
when they are released, they will find a job and stay out of trouble. One prison in Canada has
started gardening programs that the prisoners can voluntarily work for, which is, as the Journal
of Offender Rehabilitations says, “intended to increase institutional safety and support the
development of prosocial attitudes and behaviors, while also reducing recidivism” (Timler,
Brown, & Varcoe, 2019, para. 4). The gardening is a win-win because the prisoners have a job
opportunity, and they help feed themselves which saves the prison some money. If ex-prisoners
have an easier time finding a job, they will be paying taxes and paying the government back.
Investing in programs like this, instead of solitary confinement cells, will benefit everybody.
Being stuck in a cell is not teaching the prisoner how to be a good citizen of society, because in
the outside world, you are surrounded by people, and prisoners need to learn how to handle that.
Isolation and segregation is not going to teach them real life skills.
Segregation of prisoners became increasingly popular in the 70s, but the first prison to
“adopt 23-hour-a-day cell isolation and no communal yard time” was in 1983, according to
Laura Sullivan, a news investigative correspondent for NPR (2006, para. 4). Solitary
confinement is mostly used to keep the general population out of danger from a particularly
violent prisoner, but the duration of their time is becoming less and less regulated. Wardens and
guards regulate time spent in isolation, and it used to be a prisoner was only in isolation for a
couple days at maximum, but because of overcrowding, it is easier on them to keep prisoners in
isolation for longer. They have become very lax on regulating time in isolation because it is one
less prisoner they have to watch in general population, which has caused some prisoners to be
left in isolation for years. They have also become very lax on the reasons for putting people in
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solitary, many are put in because of a minor infraction which did not use to be the case. The
problem is, “long-term periods of isolation have been found to significantly affect neurological
and psychological health” (Sakoda and Simes, 2019, pg. 68). Just as isolation has taken a toll on
our mental health, being shut off from any human contact for years is harmful, humans are social
beings, we need some sort of social interaction. It is understood that when a prisoner is a danger
to the rest of the population, he needs somewhere to be kept away from everyone else, so solitary
cannot be fully removed from prison systems.
These problems need solutions, but the solutions are not always as straight forward as
they seem, nor do they always have the outcome we desire. As I said previously, the way of
punishment and the system have changed before, which means they can change again, we just
have to accept that it may take a couple tries before something that works is found. I have
researched and found a few ideas of ways we could improve the prison system, but with such a
big problem that has so many possible solutions, I really only scratched the surface.
There are other options instead of solitary that will benefit the prisoners later when they
are released back into their community. The Prison Fellowship believes that “pro-social
communities is paramount to public safety – both inside and outside of the prison fences’ (Prison
Fellowship, n.d, para. 5). That is not to say that the Prison Fellowship are not aware that solitary
confinement is needed to remove those who are a danger to themselves and others, but it “should
be a last resort to other interventions and must be temporary” because the inmates need to be
integrated back into general population if they are going to integrate back into society (Prison
Fellowship, n.d., para. 5). A prisoner was never meant to be left in solitary for years at a time
when it was introduced, prisoners still have their basic human rights and leaving someone in
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isolation for that amount of time is inhumane. People were also not meant to be packed into
small spaces with a bunch of people, let alone a bunch of strangers.
If we fix overcrowding, we decrease the need for solitary confinement. Before the prisons
were overcrowded, if an inmate were put into isolation for bad behavior, he would slowly be
integrated back into general population after about a day or two. Overcrowding is a real issue in
America, as EJI, the Equal Justice Initiative, says, “the U.S. has 5% of the world’s population but
nearly 25% of its incarcerated population” (EJI, 2020). Some prisoners who have been
incarcerated have not been convicted, they are still waiting trial and conviction which has a big
impact on overcrowding. If prosecution is quicker, the prisoner could serve their time and be in
and out, but instead they wait in jail, get their sentence, and then have to serve that on top of the
time they were there waiting. A good way to stop overcrowding is early release and parole, those
who have had good behavior should not have to serve their full sentence behind bars. Parole is a
good way to keep a prisoner monitored while allowing them to integrate slowly back into their
community. Under a watchful eye, they will keep the same good behavior and once that watchful
eye is gone the good behavior will already be habit. Another reason for overcrowding is the rate
of recidivism is increasing; a prisoner is released, but then not too long after, they are back in
prison because they were not given the tools to re-enter society. “‘A criminal record often
presents employment barriers for returning citizens, resulting in high rates of recidivism,’” says
Randy Hicks, who is the President of the Georgia Center for Opportunity (Skiera, 2018, para.
19). If they are given the tools to success; employment programs, mental, physical, and
emotional health attention, and if the stigma is lifted, they will re-enter society, find a job and
will never look back to their days in prison.
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Prisons have a long way to go in terms of being a fully functioning system, but that does
not mean it is impossible and that we should not try. It is important to remember that whether
you are in the prison system, a part of the system, or neither, what happens in these facilities
affects you. Even if you think you are not involved, you are, because you are a part of society
which is affected by ex-prisoners who integrate back into it. People like to turn a blind eye
because they do not feel their actions matter, but the more we talk about it and advocate for it,
the more likely it is to happen, and the benefits will start flooding in.
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